Whenever I visit other countries, or even other towns in the UK, or, indeed when I visit anywhere, if I find that I am near an archaeological site I am drawn to it. It is a minor compulsion. Perhaps I need to establish a link, to look back through time. To understand, in a small way, what life used to be like. I can't do this at every archaeological site, of course. It has to be a certain type of site. Battlegrounds and barrows are interesting but not compelling. Buildings are my thing. It is a sad reality that most people, the hoi polloi, and my choice of words will become clear later, lived and worked in buildings that could not survive. Very few people were privileged enough to live in palaces and villas or temples and churches. They lived in wooden houses, or where there were clay deposits builders could construct mudbrick houses, but unless conditions were right for preservation neither wood nor mudbrick survives the centuries. However, archaeology is a science that relies a lot on surrogates. If a hole was ever dug in the earth, the earth was scarred for ever or until that same plot was dug again to make a bigger hole. Archaeologists can 'read' this hole in the ground and deduce why the hole was dug and what for. Such interpretation is a skill that has to be learned. I do not have the skill and must rely on the scholarship of others. I cannot 'read' the hole in the ground, nor the piles of stones that used to be buildings, nor the carved fragments that decorated them. I cannot see what used to be there from what remains. How much can be seen, of course, will always be contentious. There is only so much information that a hole in the ground or an object can give. Interpretation can all too easily become overinterpretation. I once went to a lecture by the anthropologist Richard Leakey, who complained that while his excavation might reveal a human tooth and in circumstances that determined its age others would then overinterpret the evidence. The tooth would be turned into a person, in a family group, decently clad in furs, in a dwelling, with tools and artefacts. There was usually a fire burning and an animal spit-roasting, children were playing and so on and so forth. All this from just a tooth. Complete fantasy, absurd overinterpretation but the usual way that the discovery of a very old tooth is announced in the press or popular magazines. Modern science can tell a lot from a tooth but not where its owner bought their shirts.
I recently had the opportunity to walk round several large archaeological sites in Thessaloniki, in Northern Greece. This city has had a troubled existence over several millennia: built up, knocked down, built up, burned down. The modern city is a mishmash of good architecture, and also some, from the fifties and sixties, that has not stood the test of time, and too many ghastly concrete apartment blocks thrown up presumably as a cheap and dirty solution to the housing crisis following the major turmoil when much of the city burned down in 1917 and then there was the little matter of World War II. The modern town is built on several thousand years of rubble. Only the churches and a very few other buildings that are not modern remain standing and these only because of sub-stantial and careful restoration. Fortunately, the city planners had a sense of history and avenues, squares and vistas were left when constructing the modern city in places where it was very probable that there were substantial remains. Thessaloniki is in Macedonia and what is Greek today has been Macedonian, Roman, Turkish and the spoil of battle of several other conquerors over the centuries. The sites I visited were Roman: the Agora and the palace and triumphal arch of Galerius. The joy of visiting these sites was that although much of the original structures had been razed, probably several times over the centuries, where there was good historical evidence they were, in part, restored. Not, of course, rebuilt but they were in part restored. Where one side of a gateway or door existed the other side, if appropriate was mirrored. Not seamlessly, the old and the new were delineated but the eye could ignore that. The result was a structure that a lay person like myself could 'read'. This treatment of old sites is not confined to this one city, of course it is a much more general phenomenon. I have seen it many times before, but here it is so well done that I thought it deserved comment. There was, and maybe there still is, a school of thought who said do nothing. I remember, when I was younger, the controversy over raising one of, I think, the trilithon stones at Stonehenge. This stone had fallen in the 17th century and there was good evidence from drawings of what the site looked like before it fell. When talking of Stonehenge the 17th century is only yesterday, what is wrong with a bit of maintenance? In the end the stone was raised although still with dissenters saying that no good would come of it.
The ground rules for the restoration of old buildings, and also for their excavation, were set at a meeting in Venice in 1964; the so-called Venice Charter. In this document Article 12 says that 'Replacements of missing parts must integrate harmoniously with the whole, but at the same time must be distinguishable from the original so that restoration does not falsify the artistic or historic evidence'. While in Article 15, amongst a lot of other notes, it says that '... every means must be taken to facilitate the understanding of the monument and to reveal it without ever distorting its meaning', and also 'Only anastylosis, that is to say, the reassembling of existing but dismembered parts can be permitted. The material used for integration should always be recognisable and its use should be the least that will ensure the conservation of a monument and the reinstatement of its form'. So, no guess work, no flights of fancy, no attempt to hide what has been done, and, as with all good conservation, everything done must be reversible. The result allows more people to understand what the original looked like. With the reinstatement of the form life returns to a pile of stones. In the case of the sights I visited, I was able to make sense of them.
In the palace I visited rooms were small and if the emperor's rooms were small it is a safe bet that ordinary people, the hoi polloi, since this is how they were probably described, also lived in small rooms, but in their case in small houses too. However, seeing how even one grand building was put together helps an understanding of how other buildings might have been and how a collection of buildings worked. It helps to get some idea about how the community as a whole survived. What services existed and to what extent. Did they have running water, how was sewage removed? What about fuel, and though we know there were markets, how were they supplied? A lot of questions, but we know the answers for our society and we can relate them to our built environment. The people from this earlier age may have gone and their legacy is little more than piles of rubble, but those who understand such things can make these remnants talk and allow us in the 21st century to see a city of two millennia ago and so relate to the people who lived there. When even a hint of the beauty of their built environment is revealed the people who once lived there become real.
